C ongress is on notice that nonindigenous species are responsible for $137 billion in economic losses per year. After all, witness after witness at the 14 March 2002 hearing on proposed invasive species legislation cited that figure, as reported by David Pimentel and colleagues in a January 2000 BioScience article, "Environmental and Economic Costs of Nonindigenous Species in the United States," pp. 53-64. Yet the United States has no comprehensive invasive species legislation.
The Species Protection and Conservation of the Environment (SPACE) Act, HR 3558, would add to the legislative patchwork that authorizes the regulation and management of invasive species. The Lacey Act, as originally enacted in 1900, is probably the oldest of the array of laws that attempt to guard the borders and weed out the interlopers that manage to elude the USDA's Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) and US Fish and Wildlife Service agents at ports of entry. Most vertebrates are not found on the very short of list of species whose import and transport are prohibited under the Lacey Act, which also makes exceptions for zoological, medical, educational, and scientific purposes. The Animal Damage Control Act (ADC) of 1931 gives APHIS the authority to control species, native or otherwise, to protect agriculture, horticulture, aquaculture, commercial forests, livestock range and feedlots, private and public buildings, civilian and military aircraft, and public health. However, the ADC doesn't prohibit import of such species. The 1996 National Invasive Species Act covers a wide range of aquatic nuisance species. Whole laws and parts of others that composed the 10 existing plant health laws were consolidated into the 1998 Plant Protection Act, a comprehensive law that provides authority to prohibit or restrict the importation and interstate movement of plants, plant products, certain biological control organisms, noxious weeds, and plant pests.
SPACE would establish a program of 3:1 matching grants, to be administered by the secretary of the interior in consultation with the National Invasive Species Council (NISC). Sponsor Nick Rahall (R-WV) said, "At its core, the SPACE Act seeks to promote partnerships designed to bring together federal and other public and private landowners to promote efforts to control the infestation and migration of invasive species across the landscape." In addition to the grants to states to eradicate, mitigate, and control nonnative invasive species, the bill would establish the Aldo Leopold Native Heritage grant program, giving funds to any state, local government, or qualified individual for science-based restoration, management, or enhancement of native fish or wildlife or the natural habitats and processes. The bill also provides for demonstration projects on the National Wildlife Refuges and adjacent properties that promote ecologically based strategies to control harmful nonnative species. In total, the bill authorizes the spending of $88 million for these various control programs.
The term invasive is found nowhere in the bill. The definition of the term that is used-harmful nonnative speciesmirrors language in the 2000 Executive Order that created the National Invasive Species Council: "With respect to a particular ecosystem in a particular region, any species, including its seeds, eggs, spores, or other biological material capable of propagating that species, that is not native to that ecosystem and has a demonstrable or potentially demonstrable negative environmental or economic impact in that region." Gordon Brown, the National Invasive Species Council coordinator for the Department of the Interior, recalls lengthy debates about this definition. Brown says that it was intended to leave the door open for control of species present as a result of range expansion secondary to anthropogenic changes in the environment-much as ships might carry an avian stowaway. So, for instance, were it not for the protection afforded by the Migratory Bird Treaty Act, control of Brown-headed Cowbirds (Molothrus ater), which expanded from their native prairie ecosystems across the continental United States as forests were cleared, might be permitted outside the prairie Midwest.
It is not clear whether grant funds can be used for scientific research. The bill defines "capacity building" as the process of increasing the administrative, technical, scientific, and other capabilities of the grantees to combat, manage, or eradicate harmful nonnative species. Cosponsor Robert Underwood (D-Guam) acknowledged the need for scientific research. However, Underwood said, "It is hard for the US Geological Survey to get the increases" it needs, and there has been no discussion with the House Appropriations Subcommittee on Interior about increased funding for invasive species research. The USGS has 372 active research projects that focus on invasive species with an annual budget of about $7.5 million. Says Bill Gregg, who coordinates this research for USGS, a doubling of that amount could easily be justified and absorbed by USGS. And Sea Grant, NOAA's major program for funding research on aquatic nuisance species, has $3 million this year.
Although HR 3558 will not fill the considerable gaps in invasive species legislation and programs, and it has yet to find a Senate sponsor, the willingness to spend $78 million to prevent $138 billion in economic damage and ecological devastation is a clear sign that Congress is ready to do its part to pull some weeds. ❑ Ellen Paul is AIBS Public Policy Representative and can be contacted by email at epaul@aibs.org.
